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Luther's criticism of indulgences was by no means novel or unprecedented; reform Catholics both then and now could and can emphasize and take his stance.  Even within his own order, which had so vehemently championed the cause of papal authority, voices had been raised against Roman indulgences.  Around the year 1452 [31 years before Luther was born] the Augustinian Gottschalk Hollen had put it succinctly: "Repentance is better than indulgences."  Let us consider this comprehensible but at the same time peculiar statement for a moment.  Were indulgences to be granted without repentance and sinners permitted to spend good money to avoid examining their consciences?  Certainly not; there was no way around the confessional.  Only through the sacrament of penance could the contrite sinner be sure that God had forgiven his sins and remitted the eternal torments of Hell.  What remained, however, were the temporal punishments which the person, absolved from sin, nonetheless had to expect, be it here on earth or in purgatory.  It was at these temporal punishments that indulgences were aimed.

The Church can wholly or partially remit the penalties imposed upon a contrite penitent for his sins.  Thus repentance is a necessary condition for the remission of penalties.  And yet the Augustinian monk's warning was not unjustified.  There was a special, particularly sought-after type of indulgence that went well beyond the remission of temporal punishments.  Plenary indulgences, which only the pope could offer, promised the complete remission of punishment and sin, so that though a visit to the confessional was still necessary, contrition, the condition for forgiveness of sins, could be proven by the possession of a plenary indulgence.

Luther could have used words similar to Hollen's to formulate his objections to the theory and practice of the remission of punishment.  But in one decisive point Luther went beyond late medieval criticism of indulgences.  The motto of his ninety-five theses of October 31, 1517, ran parallel but in contrast to Hollen: Good works are better than indulgences.

Christians should be taught that he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy performs a better deed than if he buys indulgences. (Thesis 43)

Christians should be taught that he who sees someone needy but looks past him and buys an indulgence instead receives not the pope's remission but God's wrath. (Thesis 45)

Mending one's ways is the best penance, but it is directed toward life in the world and is thus contrary to allegedly holy withdrawal from the world.

Christians should be taught that he who has but a limited income should keep the money necessary for his family's needs and under no circumstances invest in indulgences. (Thesis 46)

Luther always advocated the necessity of good works: "I should be called Doctor bonorum operum, the Doctor of good works."  By 1516 at the latest, he no longer considered good works as necessary to gain God's favor, but he stressed them all the more as indispensable for service to the world and its needs.  This insight would become the heart of his program in the years to come . . .

Luther's new morality was not ascetic or unworldly.  It was directed toward the world—not to transform it into a monastery but to let it remain the world and become what it was, God's good creation.  Though he accorded jurists and their jurisprudence nothing but biting derision all his life, he hailed secular courts which sentenced according to imperial law.  He defended the humanity of such jurisdiction, which "is better, more comprehensive, more sensible than canon law."

At the end of October 1520 Luther published his manifesto The Freedom of a Christian, which deals with man's salvation as the gift of liberty, the new freedom for faith and action.  "A Christian is a free master over all things and subject to no   

one.". . .

Christian freedom is received for free and freely shared with one's neighbor.  That is why "a Christian is a servant of all and subject to everyone."  Luther had treated social reform, the collective dimension of this service, two months earlier in his address to the German "King, Princes, Nobility, Cities, and Communities." . . .  Ostentatious luxury, "through which so many noblemen and wealthy people are impoverished," must be curbed; trade must be regulated so that "German money [cannot] leave the land"; usury is "the greatest plague of the German nation . . . Should it last another one hundred years, it would not be possible for Germany to keep one single penny."  Business monopolies are equally immoral: "The Fuggers and their ilk should be brought under control"; and finally, "Is it not wretched that we Christians continue to allow public whorehouses"! . . .

Luther never styled himself a "reformer."  He did not, however, shrink from being seen as a prophet; he wanted to spread the Gospel as an "evangelist."  He called himself preacher, doctor, or professor and was all of these.  Yet he never presumed to be a reformer, nor did he ever claim his movement to be the "Reformation."

He didn't and couldn't—because "reformation" is God's ultimate intervention.  On the rare occasions Luther employed the common term reformatio, he meant corrective action.  But even when this is clear, we should beware of making him into the inspiring idealist who mounts a promising offensive for moral rearmament on the threshold of the modern age.  Luther was proclaiming the Last Days, not the modern age.  Though historically seen as the last days of the Middle Ages, for him they were the beginning of the end of all times . . .

[According the Luther] the Christian living between the rage of the Devil and the wrath of God, between the power of chaos and the coming judgment, must make the most of the time that remains and must staunchly protect creation, our living space.  God entrusted the world to man and woman, and they must discharge their duties to the very last; in this and this alone can they be of help to God . . .

Those who refuse will not be able to escape God's judgment, no matter how many masses they have offered, pilgrimages they have undertaken, or heretics they have fought: how can leaving home and family behind to chase after one's own salvation really be considered a good work?  The Devil will laugh because we are harming God and helping Satan to bring about the chaos he loves . . .

Luther's proclamation of the reformation-to-come, as well as his call to reform and betterment, are presented in a medieval vocabulary and can only be understood against the background of the Middle Ages . . .

[It] is not a question of Luther initiating or bringing on the reformation.  From his point of view, all he or any Christian can do is to initiate reforms to better the world to such an extent that it can survive until the moment when God will put a final end to our chaos.  This view of life-during-the-Last-Days makes Luther so difficult to understand for people in the modern world; he virtually provokes an interpretation that permits the old opponents to write him off as "medieval" and the modern supporters to style him as a spokesman for progress . . .

1) How do these excerpt differ from the portrayal of Luther in the PBS documentary?

2) How does Luther illustrate the problem of historical change & continuity?  Was he "medieval" or "modern"?  Do these terms help or hinder our understanding of Luther?  Explain.

